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Among traditions of political theory, pragmatism has experienced an especially tumultuous history. Lauded by some for the advantages they see in its robustly non-metaphysical approach to political thinking, it has more often suffered under the accusation that it entails a naïve form of instrumentalism which yields only a complacent understanding of politics. And yet as a voice within nineteenth, twentieth- and twenty first-century Anglo-American social and political thinking, it persists and continues to make new contributions. Recent years have seen a surge of interest in pragmatism and its relation to the central questions in political theory. It is to the task of illustrating and examining the diversity of trends of this discussion that this special issue is turned.

The return to pragmatism in political theory has confounded the critical consensus that emerged out of the 1990s. The dominant view there had pushed aside pragmatists as apologists for the status quo, whose work (often paradigmatically taken to be Richard Rorty’s) was understood to amount to a “politics of acquiescence” (MacGilvray, 2000; Festenstein (2003). The current interest rejects this characterisation by explicitly politicising pragmatism. Multiple in its aims and approaches, this “third wave” as it has been dubbed (Koopman, 2009), turns to pragmatism as a resource for thinking critically about politics in the contemporary world. Unlike previous discussions of pragmatism which have often limited themselves to examining the fidelity of a given interpretation of Peirce, James or Dewey (the so-called ‘classical pragmatists’), this revival is turned outwards to wider debates and other traditions within political theory. This focus constitutes an important opportunity to examine and assess how pragmatism can contribute to a variety of ongoing debates.

The potential significance of pragmatism for political theory is multiple and complex. This owes both to the difficulty in systematising a tradition as diverse as pragmatism, and to the number of different trends central to contemporary political thought. Pragmatism’s overarching relevance is its reconstruction of the task of providing critical and normative guidance within liberal democracies. Much current political thought is animated by the need to respond productively to pluralism and contingency (broadly construed) without seeking to overcome them. Pragmatism speaks to these concerns with a normative project that attempts to identify means to determine and redeem political critiques and projects without a universal foundation. In this, pragmatists attempt not only to criticise present political discourses but also to construct normative claims and improve democratic politics; to not simply critique but reconstruct our practices and social institutions. Further, like several other responses to pluralism and contingency, pragmatists move away from the dominance of both ideal and ontological approaches in favour of situated forms of socio-political criticism and reconstruction in conversation with both academic and wider public discussions. Pragmatism thus responds to calls to return to public relevance, making important methodological and substantive contributions at the heart of debates in political theory.

While pragmatism is distinct from the dominant positions in political thought, its most recent forms seek to forge new connections with other traditions. The bridges established with these traditions constitute a significant challenge to the traditional methodological barriers within the discipline, most notably the increasingly unsustainable Analytic-Continental divide.​[1]​ For example, important connections are being made with, amongst others: critical theory, genealogy, deconstruction, radical democracy and liberal normative theory. Further, these investigations turn those encounters towards evolving debates (e.g. around questions of the nature of critique and normativity, the nature of democracy, or the appropriate normative standards of political legitimacy) rather than limiting themselves merely to linking disparate ideas. These contrasting dynamics illustrate the multiple ways in which pragmatism is contributing to political thought today.
 
Despite this multi-directional contribution of pragmatism in contemporary political theory, there has been relatively little reflection within the discipline on the relation between these trends or their wider implications. This special issue attempts to begin rectifying this by bringing together some of these disparate trends into one volume in order to locate pragmatism in political debates and to examine its consequences for political thinking. In so doing, it seeks to question the critical and reconstructive capacities and political relevance both of this re-revival of pragmatism and of political theory in general. What uses is pragmatism being put to in political theory today, and what are the strengths of these developments? What connections exist here with other approaches? Is pragmatism critical? Further, what normative provision can it make for democracy? Of course, the volume does not pretend to cover the richness of the entire field of recent pragmatist political thought, as that is too extensive and diverse for a single special issue. However, on our reading, two clusters of concerns tend to structure the current pragmatist contributions, and the articles in this special issue attempt to reflect on that field. These clusters are defined by their relation to the dominant, largely Rawlsian, approach to ideal liberal theory, and its conception of both normative philosophical practice and democratic justification.​[2]​ 

Many pragmatists employ pragmatist insights to question the liberal framework and its core projects of providing normative justifications of and guiding principles for liberal democratic institutions. Two of the contributors here, Robert B. Talisse and Cheryl Misak, have in their previous work drawn on the writings of Charles Sanders Peirce to contribute to the growing debate on “epistemic democracy”, arguing that Peirce’s account of enquiry as a process of reasoning provides an epistemic model for democratic thought in which individuals are committed to giving and responding to the reasons of their fellow citizens (Misak, 2000; Talisse, 2007). This position is developed out of an important critique of liberal, normative and deliberative debates which, despite their claims, are said by pragmatists to have failed to respect the pluralism that characterises modern societies. 

This work is developed and responded to in several ways by the contributions here. Misak, in the most historical piece in the issue, continues this project by drawing out a shared pragmatic naturalism amongst the seemingly disparate work of Peirce, C.I. Lewis, and Frank Ramsey. She argues that this naturalism further allows for a form of ethical-political enquiry that is aimed at truth. Robert Talisse and Scott Aiken similarly build on their earlier work by revising their previous claim, contentious within pragmatist circles, that pragmatism is incompatible with pluralism and the conditions much contemporary political theory understands it to place on politics and political thinking. They argue here that pragmatism is consistent with a specific kind of pluralism, which they call ‘modest epistemic pluralism’. However they urge caution, for pragmatism is only compatible with this epistemic understanding of pluralism, not the stronger, metaphysical kind that many pragmatists favour. The ready compatibility that some see between pragmatism and pluralism remains inaccurate, according to this revised view.  

Colin Koopman implicitly responds to Talisse and Aiken on pluralism and the debate over the potential contribution of pragmatist conceptions of pluralism to democratic theory. Along with the remaining contributors, Koopman belongs to a current in pragmatist political thought that focuses less on normative debates (and the work of Peirce) and more on the critical and reconstructive resources in the work of James and Dewey and their reception by “neo-pragmatists.” Theorists in this group present democracy both as a reflective mode of thinking and a progressive ethos. In this, they challenge the widespread temptation to view democracy merely as a mechanism to aggregate preferences by seeing it both as a critical mode of thinking politics and as a reconstructive ethos committing citizens to particular democratic virtues. Further, they highlight pragmatism’s methodological contributions to allowing political theory to transition towards particular problems and situations by theorising forms of democratic politics oriented to the reconstruction of existing practices. Addressing the question of pluralism, Koopman argues, pragmatist political thought extends and revises recent realist trends in nonideal theory and, potentially, can make two fundamental contributions to this literature. On the one hand, it can offer a new conception of pluralism as “unruly”; on the other, it provides a procedural norm of inclusive tolerance that responds to this conception. 

Matthew Festenstein extends this move away from the centre of contemporary liberal and deliberative theory, focusing on pragmatism’s relation to the recent surge of interest in the “new realism”. He begins by outlining a series of “elective affinities” between realism and pragmatism around the sources of political norms, a commitment to the primacy of practice and a contextual model of political theorising. He then outlines how pragmatists construe the political in different terms from realists by illustrating two contrasting pragmatist accounts of how our social practices of believing and knowing place certain constraints on political enquiry and action. 

The final piece by Neil Gascoigne completes this movement past the liberal democratic framework by examining pragmatism’s relation to critical social theory. Gascoigne engages pragmatist methods with work within critical race and gender theory. Focusing on the work of Sally Haslanger, he identifies a metaphilosophical conception of philosophical practice which has the aim not of describing a concept such as ‘women’ but to change it with the aim of bringing about a fairer society. Drawing on Rorty’s early work on the mind-body problem, Gascoigne argues that the concept women should not be reduced but rather eliminated, a claim which has the striking consequence that there never were any women. In so doing, he also does much to contest the previous critical rejection of Rorty’s work in political theory, while illustrating a common set of approaches to critical theorising today.  
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^1	  Pragmatism’s relation to this infamous division has been an abiding object of examination in recent literature. While positions differ, there is a common suggestion that pragmatism can play an important role in bridging the division (Bernstein, 2010; Egginton & Sandbothe, 2004; Margolis, 2010; Ralston, 2011; Chin, 2016). 
^2	  Pragmatism has always had an ambiguous relationship to liberalism. While pragmatists like Richard Rorty suggest deep connections, others such as Robert B. Talisse question how far pragmatism’s commitment to democracy is compatible with the kind of constraint on deliberation that liberals tend to support. 
